INTRODUCTION: DO WINNERS TAKE IT ALL?
Fabrizio BALDASSARRI*
In a recent graphic narrative titled Heretics! The Wondrous (and Dangerous)
Beginnings of Modern Philosophy,1 Steven Nadler and Ben Nadler illustrate the seventeenth
century as a period of challenges against authority and established knowledge, politics,
and religion. This narrative introduces an important element to the predominant
interpretation that considers the early-modern time a revolutionary era.2 Attributing
heretics a crucial role gives nuance to the positivistic account of seventeenth-century
science and philosophy. Indeed, this latter framework fails to describe the scientific
revolution in its entirety. Considering the role of outsiders, minor or marginalized
scholars, and heretics provides a way to overcome these limitations and contributes to
a broader attention to the context of scientific knowledge.3
In the early-modern period, scientific and cultural innovations develop from
daily practice, chance encounters, and intellectual confrontations.4 A passionate
dedication to a specific cause importantly arises in daily practice, like testified to
William Harvey‘s (1578-1657) prolonged experimentation to demonstrate the
circulation of blood, and in encounters and confrontations, like those promoted by
Marin Mersenne (1588-1648) in his boundless epistolary. These confrontations also
take the shape of controversies and discussions. Indeed, when we abandon an
optimistic foundational epistemology and focus on the condition of outsiders, heretics
or marginalized scholars, controversies develop as an ideal repository that forms an
integral component of new conceptions in science. In his work, Marcelo Dascal claims
that ―the reasons why [the history and philosophy of science] have been in a deadlock
[…] is the fact that their dominant paradigms have overlooked the role of
controversies.‖5 Controversies are thus an indispensable means for revealing both an
adequate description of fundamental details and a broad account to complete the
picture of early modern science and philosophy.6
The history of medicine especially illuminates this case,7 as controversies have
played a relevant role in medical knowledge since the early sixteenth century, and still
have an important role in medicine today.8 From a historical point of view, moving
from the rediscovery of Ancient texts, a great number of controversies generally arose
during the Renaissance as a means to settle divergence. Controversies on the Galenic
tradition,9 on Vesalius‘ anatomy,10 on theoretical medicine,11 or controversies
concerning either the functioning of the body, as in the case of pulse12 or in the case
of the lymphatic system,13 or in the case of some specific diseases like syphilis,14 or
focusing on drug trials15 and remedies,16 like the correct ways to prepare
therapeutics,17 frequently surface in this period.
Still, while controversies importantly shape medical knowledge, their role
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remains underspecified. Two main problems develop. The first is religious. Since a
clear distinction between knowledge and religion was difficult to articulate during the
Renaissance, as Paracelsus made clear,18 physicians were labelled as heretics depending
on which religious parties they endorsed, and their theories or practices easily
dismissed thereof. The second is philosophical. Early modern philosophers
incorporate medicine within the view that science should be uncontroversial. Francis
Bacon (1561-1626), Galileo Galilei (1564-1642), René Descartes (1596-1650), Thomas
Hobbes (1588-1679), and Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-1716) similarly claim
scientific arguments settle all disputes. For both reasons, controversies are labelled as
unimportant.
Although early-modern philosophers mostly consider posterity the suitable
judge for their work—Descartes invokes posterity in both the Discours de la Méthode
and the Lettre-Préface to the French translation of the Principia philosophiae—
controversies and exchanges with peers lay the ground for breaking the existing
bounds and innovating knowledge. Controversies were, indeed, indispensable at the
epoch to clarify thoughts and reveal an important perspective to provide contingency,
historical background, and internal necessity to every discipline of knowledge,
medicine included.
Such controversies are not to be intended in the sense of scholastic
disputations, which however persist in academic curricula even after the seventeenth
century, but in the modern sense that develops from the humanist culture.19 The latter
do not merely repeat an accepted theory, as it occurs in academic disputes.
Controversies reveal the constitutive factors of a given knowledge, present relations
between theories, and help focus on the correct formulation of questions,
interpretations, methodologies, and results. Within controversies, one may provide a
fitting explanation and systematize knowledge within a precise framework.20 In this
sense, controversies help develop knowledge and frame theories within their contexts
and networks.
Despite having the fame of a solitary philosopher,21 Descartes provides
several suitable examples about controversies. In his epistolary controversies with
Isaac Beeckman (1588-1637) and Gisbertus Voetius (1589-1676), Descartes clarifies
his positions for what concerns specific topics of his own philosophy.22 Something
similar occurs in Descartes‘ physiological controversy against Harvey. While Descartes
shares Harvey‘s conception of the blood circulation, he however provides a different
interpretation of the heartbeat.23 According to Thomas Fuchs, Descartes adds a
mechanical feature to Harvey‘s vital interpretation of circulation,24 securing Harvey‘s
theory within a suitable vehicle for the reception of this discovery in the seventeenth
century.25 This was the case of the Leuven physicians, who firstly opposed Descartes
but then shared the Harvean discovery. Still, in his interpretation, Descartes inverts
the processes of diastole and systole in order to accustom the circulation of blood to
his mechanical physiology. His theory is incorrect and, despite advocating the
circulation of blood, in his controversy with Harvey, Descartes obviously loses.26
However, Descartes has played a fundamental role in disseminating that
medical knowledge. This case shows the importance of acknowledging the open
nature of controversies. According to Marcelo Dascal, controversies cannot be
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reduced to contrasting positions alone—that would merely reduce controversies to
the presumptions of the two parts, and contenders would resolve the controversy by
taking advantage of the other. By contrast, a sort of epistemic or cognitive
contribution usually exceeds the lives of the opponents and exceeds the differentiation
between winners and losers.27 Besides the positions held by adversaries, controversies
have a multifaceted condition: they reorient research and produce understanding
through the discussions they trigger. Therefore, in intellectual controversies, the result
is far less important, and the differentiation between losers and winners a mere
contingency.
As a result, the case of losers, heretics, and outsiders acquires a more
prominent position. Far from rehabilitating the role endorsed by marginalized or
minor scholars, controversies as such appear essential for an exhaustive insight of the
history of sciences and medicine. These working categories reveal a suitable condition,
since winners do not take it all.
In this special issue, the goal of each author has been to concentrate on
controversies, especially shedding light on the case of losers, heretics or radical
thinkers, and outsiders. While the traditional narration of the history of ideas and
science usually glorifies winners, the papers collected in this issue aim to focus on
those people who advocate either the wrong cause for religious reasons, or
controversial causes from scientific, philosophical, or ethical points of views.
This issue is divided in two sections. In the first, the authors focus on the
history of medicine from the Renaissance to the twentieth century, while in the
second, the authors concentrate on Descartes‘ philosophy and Cartesianism.
Alessandra Celati opens the first section with an analysis of three Italian
heretical physicians, Girolamo Massari (1480/5-1564), Guglielmo Grataroli (15161568), and Teofilo Panarelli (mid 1530-1572), who spent their lives in the Veneto, but
were obliged to flee to Basel because of their religious views. Connecting the religious
discourse and scientific conceptions of the sixteenth century, Celati analyzes in detail
the lives of the three physicians, reconstructing their cultural networks, and ultimately
shaping the contribution of outsiders and heretics to the rise of the new science.
In the same line, Katalin Pataki addresses the topic of monasteries and
medical provision in the eighteenth century, focusing on the case of Hungary. In her
paper, Pataki presents the intersections between religion, medicine (pharmacology),
and politics in three main case studies, the Franciscans of Keszethely, the Capuchins
of Hatvan, and the Paulin monks of Lepoglava. Yet, ambiguities surface: these
itinerant monks crossed the borders between charity and commercial, professional
and popular, and were banned as quacks. This results in the attempt to transform or
institutionalize pharmacology under the rules of marketplace, state control, and the
new pastoral policies of the Church.
Paola Panciroli deals with the origins of homeopathy, the new medical system
developed by Samuel Hahnemann (1755-1843).28 In her paper, Panciroli analyses
Hahnemann‘s attraction to mental illness and to the foundation of psychiatric
hospitals. Panciroli highlights the case of the Middletown Homeopathic Hospital in
particular, presenting the merits and innovations of homeopathy in the case of mental
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illness, but also the shortcomings and intrinsic limitations homeopathy shares with
orthodox medicine.
Fabio Zampieri ends this section with the case of Achille De Giovanni‘s
(1838-1916) constitutional medicine. In a period of long transition for Western
medicine, together with homeopathy and Darwinian medicine, this approach
significantly characterized the first half of the twentieth-century medical knowledge.
De Giovanni opposed the theory of external causation for diseases, and claimed the
importance of constitutional factors. Still, although constitutional studies grounded
scientific racism and justified eugenics (which were advocated or established not only
under German Nazism and Italian Fascism, but also in other countries like Great
Britain and the U.S.), De Giovanni‘s approach was not unimportant, as he
acknowledged heredity with a crucial role in the transmission of predispositions to
disease. Shedding light on a loser like De Giovanni, Zampieri reveals the validity and
importance of his ideas.
Giulia Mingucci opens the second section with a discussion of the mind-body
composition in Descartes. Mingucci acknowledges Descartes‘ attempt to use his
knowledge of Scholastic philosophy as a means to render his own criticism effective.
In a letter to Mersenne, Descartes indeed claims his effort to make his new
philosophy understandable for scholars educated within the academic system.
However, Mingucci claims that Descartes‘ ‗parricide‘ against Aristotle develops within
Aristotelian philosophy, therefore revealing the complex nature of Descartes‘
controversy against traditional philosophy.
Siegrid Agostini publishes for the first time the entire letter Dom Robert
Desgabets (1610-1678) sent to Claude Clerselier (1614-1684) about Géraud de
Cordemoy‘s (1626-1684) atomism. This letter is an important piece in the controversy
concerning the legacy of Cartesian philosophy. In her paper, Agostini explores how
much Cordemoy‘s atomism represents a shift from Cartesian orthodoxy towards
unorthodoxy: Cordemoy provides an example of a Cartesian going against the stream
or, more specifically, a Cartesian outsider?
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